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(57) ABSTRACT

The invention relates to a method for detecting the start of
combustion in a cyclically operating internal combustion
engine in which a fuel/air mixture is ignited by means of a
corona discharge, wherein, to generate the corona discharge,
an electrical resonant circuit is excited, in which an ignition
electrode that is electrically insulated with respect to com-
bustion chamber walls constitutes a capacitor together with
the combustion chamber walls, and, to identify the start of
combustion, an electrical variable of the resonant circuit is
evaluated. The position of an extremum is evaluated, the
extremum occurring in the course of the electrical variable
after ignition of the corona discharge and before extinguish-
ment thereof, or the course of the electrical variable is com-
pared with a reference course, wherein a threshold value is
predefined and fuel combustion is concluded on the basis of a
deviation by more than the threshold value.

12 Claims, 2 Drawing Sheets
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1
METHOD FOR IDENTIFYING THE START
OF COMBUSTION IN A CYCLICALLY
OPERATING INTERNAL COMBUSTION
ENGINE IN WHICH A FUEL IS IGNITED BY
A CORONA DISCHARGE

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to DE 10 2012 104 641.7,
filed May 30, 2012, which is hereby incorporated by refer-
ence in its entirety.

BACKGROUND

The invention relates to a method for identifying the start of
combustion in a cyclically operating internal combustion
engine in which a fuel/air mixture is ignited by means of a
corona discharge.

Ignition devices with which a fuel/air mixture is ignited by
a corona discharge comprise an electrical resonant circuit, in
which an ignition electrode that is electrically insulated with
respect to combustion chamber walls constitutes a capacitor
together with the combustion chamber walls. By exciting the
resonant circuit, a corona discharge can be generated at the
ignition electrode and then ignites the fuel/air mixture con-
tained in the combustion chamber. Such a corona ignition
device is described for example in WO 2010/011838. The
content of the combustion chamber is the dielectric of the
capacitor formed by the ignition electrode and the combus-
tion chamber walls. Electrical variables of the resonant circuit
of'a corona ignition device are therefore particularly suitable
for obtaining information regarding the combustion chamber
and a fuel combustion process taking place therein.

SUMMARY

The present invention provides a way in which the start of
combustion can be identified.

With a method according to this disclosure, the position of
an extremum is evaluated, said extremum occurring in the
course of the electrical variable after ignition of the corona
discharge and before extinguishment thereof. The start of the
combustion process specifically leads to a drastic change in
the conditions present in the combustion chamber. The start of
combustion is therefore linked with an extremum in the
course of various electrical variables of the resonant circuit of
acorona discharge device. Thus it is possible to find out when
combustion has started. The time at which combustion starts
is important information for effective motor control. The time
at which combustion starts may be given as an angle that the
crankshaft has at that time.

The electrical variable of the resonant circuit may be, for
example, the resonance frequency of the resonant circuit, the
impedance of the resonant circuit, or the phase between cur-
rent and voltage. The extremum associated with the start of
the combustion process is a maximum or a minimum depend-
ing on which variable is considered.

When a corona discharge is produced, there is initially a
rise in the resonance frequency of the resonant circuit. As a
result of the formation of the corona discharge, the resonance
frequency then falls, since pre-reactions occur and the ion-
ization of the fuel/air mixture increases. As soon as the fuel/
air mixture ignites, the resonance frequency rises. The course
of'the impedance of the resonant circuit of a corona discharge
device accordingly initially displays a minimum and, at the
start of combustion, a maximum.
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The corona discharge is generally ignited again in each
cycle of the engine. It is, however, also possible to allow the
corona discharge to burn during the entire cycle, that is to say
to ignite the corona discharge only when starting the engine.
It is also possible to allow a reduced voltage to burn as a
diagnosis voltage during the entire cycle and to apply the full
ignition voltage only to ignite a corona discharge. In particu-
lar in this case, the time window to be examined with the
method according to this disclosure can be limited by pre-
defined crankshaft angles. The extremum caused by the start
of combustion can thus be found and evaluated more easily.

The start of the fuel combustion can therefore be identified
at an extremum in the course of the electrical variable, for
example the resonance frequency of the resonant circuit, the
impedance of the resonant circuit or the phase between cur-
rent and voltage. The position of an extremum can be deter-
mined and evaluated directly at the course of the examined
electrical variable, or indirectly on the basis of extrema of the
time derivative.

For example with frequency-controlled resonant circuits,
especially closed-loop frequency-controlled resonant cir-
cuits, the resonance frequency can be examined as an electri-
cal variable in a method according to this disclosure in order
to detect the start of combustion. With frequency-controlled
resonant circuits, for example with phase-locked loops, the
phase position between current and voltage is particularly
well suited.

Extrema may additionally occur between the start of the
corona discharge and the start of the combustion process as a
result of noise or interfering pulses. In particular, the ignition
of a corona discharge is often associated with disturbing
effects and additional extrema, since the resonant circuit of
the corona discharge device often does not resonate in a stable
manner at this moment in time. It may therefore be appropri-
ate with the method according to this disclosure to only evalu-
ate the course of the examined electrical variable from a
predefined interval after the first extremum. For example, the
position of an extremum that occurs in the course of the
electrical variable at a predefined minimum interval after the
ignition of the corona discharge may be evaluated in order to
establish the start of combustion. Earlier extrema can remain
unconsidered, since some time passes before a corona dis-
charge has introduced enough energy into the fuel/air mixture
for said mixture to ignite.

For example, with the occurrence of a number of extrema
after the ignition of the corona discharge, it is possible to
check whether these extrema observe a predefined minimum
interval from the ignition point of the corona discharge.
Extrema that do not observe this predefined minimum inter-
val can remain unconsidered in the further evaluation.
Another possibility is to only examine the course of the elec-
trical variable from a minimum interval over time from the
start of the corona discharge.

With very slow ignition, for example poorly ignitable mix-
tures, it may be that additional extrema occur before the start
of'the combustion process, since the compression of the fuel/
air mixture in the combustion chamber may also lead to
changes of the electrical variables of the resonant circuit.
Additional extrema may also be produced by a knocking
combustion. Such additional extrema are generally much
weaker however compared to the extremum associated with
the start of the combustion process and additionally only
occur long after the start of combustion. If a number of
extrema occur in the examined range, the evaluation can
therefore be limited to global extrema, that is to say to the
greatest maximum and/or the smallest minimum in the exam-
ined range. In other words, the start of combustion can be
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associated with the occurrence of a number of extrema
between the ignition of the corona discharge and extinguish-
ment thereof, that is to say with an extremum that is a global
extremum. If the extremum is a maximum, for example of the
impedance, the maximum belonging to the start of combus-
tion therefore normally has a greater value than any maxi-
mum occurring previously or subsequently in the range to be
examined. If the extremum is a minimum, for example of the
resonance frequency, the minimum belonging to the start of
combustion therefore normally has a smaller value than any
minimum occurring previously in the range to be examined.

The extremum associated with the start of the combustion
process is generally also characterised in that it is preceded by
apronounced extremum of the first derivative. The extremum
associated with the start of the combustion process is typi-
cally preceded by a global extremum of the first derivative.
Alternatively or additionally, the extremum that belongs to
the start of the combustion process can therefore also be
identified by evaluation of the first derivative. In other words,
the start of combustion can thus be associated with the extre-
mum preceded by an extremum of the first derivative, which
is more strongly pronounced than the extrema of the first
derivative, which are preceded by the other extrema of the
electrical variable in the range to be evaluated.

Theoretically, it may be in very rare cases, for example due
to measurement errors, that these two criteria deliver different
results. It may therefore be advantageous to combine these
two criteria, for example by quantifying the extent by which
one extremum is more pronounced compared to other
extrema. One possibility for this is to calculate a factor by
which one extreme value deviates from the next most strongly
pronounced extreme value, that is to say for example to estab-
lish the percentage by which the most strongly pronounced
maximum exceeds the second greatest maximum or the per-
centage by which the value at the most strongly pronounced
minimum falls below the second smallest minimum value.
The criterion that characterises an extremum more clearly
than the other criterion is then used to associate an extremum
with the start of combustion.

If an extremum of the electrical variables thus deviates
from the next most clearly pronounced extremum by a first
factor, this first factor can be compared with a second factor
by which an extremum of the first derivative deviates from
another extremum of the first derivative. If the first factor is
greater than the second factor, the first criterion, that is to say
the criterion of the extremum of the electrical variable, is
more clearly pronounced than the second criterion, that is to
say the criterion of the derivative.

In accordance with an advantageous refinement of this
disclosure, with the occurrence of a number of extrema, one
extremum is therefore associated with the start of combustion
under consideration of how strongly the extremum is pro-
nounced and also under consideration of how strongly a pre-
ceding extremum of the first derivative is pronounced. In this
case, the method can make use of both the subject of claim 6
and the subject of claim 7, since an extremum is sometimes
associated with the start of combustion in accordance with
claim 6 and an extremum is sometimes associated with the
start of combustion in accordance with claim 7.

The start of combustion determined using a method
according to this disclosure can be subject to fluctuations
caused by measurement errors. A sliding average value of the
start of combustion for a number of cycles of the internal
combustion engine is therefore preferably calculated. This
average value can be used for example by an engine control
unit. The average value can be calculated for example over
three or more cycles, preferably five or more cycles. A calcu-
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lation over more than 10 cycles, in particular more than 20
cycles, is usually not associated with additional advantages.
The average value can also be used as an additional crite-
rion for identifying the start of combustion, since the start of
combustion cannot change only to a small extent from one
cycle to the next. The average value can therefore be used to
limit the range to be evaluated, in which the course of the
electrical variable is examined. It is also possible to reject
results that deviate from the average value by more than a
predefined threshold value as incorrect. This threshold value
can be predefined as a function of the standard deviation.

The present disclosure also relates to a method for estab-
lishing the start of combustion in a cyclically operating inter-
nal combustion engine in which a fuel/air mixture is ignited
by means of a corona discharge, wherein, to generate the
corona discharge, an electrical resonant circuit is excited, in
which an ignition electrode that is electrically insulated with
respect to combustion chamber walls constitutes a capacitor
together with the combustion chamber walls, and, to establish
the start of combustion, an electrical variable of the resonant
circuit is evaluated, wherein the course of the electrical vari-
able is compared with a reference course, for example a
course averaged over a number of cycles, and wherein a
threshold value is predefined and fuel combustion is con-
cluded on the basis of a deviation by more than the threshold
value.

The initial course of the electrical variables of the resonant
circuit of a corona discharge device is generally not subject to
any significant fluctuations and thus hardly differs from one
cycle to another. Only with the start of combustion, which
may occur at different moments in time, do significant differ-
ences appear between various cycles. By comparison with an
averaged course, the start of combustion can therefore be
established.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The above-mentioned aspects of exemplary embodiments
will become more apparent and will be better understood by
reference to the following description of the embodiments
taken in conjunction with the accompanying drawings,
wherein:

FIGS. 1a-1c show three schematic courses of the reso-
nance frequency of the resonant circuit of a corona discharge
device;

FIGS. 2a-2¢ show three schematic courses of the imped-
ance of the resonant circuit of a corona discharge device, and;

FIG. 3 shows a flow diagram of an exemplary embodiment
of'a method according to this disclosure for establishing the
start of combustion.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The embodiments described below are not intended to be
exhaustive or to limit the invention to the precise forms dis-
closed in the following detailed description. Rather, the
embodiments are chosen and described so that others skilled
in the art may appreciate and understand the principles and
practices of the present invention.

FIG. 1a shows a schematic illustration of the course of the
resonance frequency f of the electrical resonant circuit of a
corona discharge device with optimal combustion of rapidly
ignitable mixtures. As can be seen, the resonance frequency f
changes significantly over time t and therefore also with the
crankshaft angle. The course, starting with a crankshaft angle
of approximately 25° to 20° before the top dead center, as far
as the top dead center is illustrated. Depending on the engine
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operation, ignition point and duration of the corona discharge
may be slightly different. The abscissa is therefore not pro-
vided with units in the schematic illustration of the FIGS.

In region A in FIG. 1a, the transient state of the resonant
circuit before the formation of a corona discharge is accom-
panied by a rise in the resonance frequency. The region A can
be referred to as the tuning phase. In a subsequent region B,
the corona discharge is formed and the resonance frequency
falls. In the region B, pre-reactions and a starting ionization of
the fuel/air mixture occur as a result of the formation of the
corona discharge. This fall in frequency continues in a sub-
sequent region C, in which there is increasing ionization of
the fuel/air mixture. At the end of the region C, the fuel/air
mixture ignites, and the fuel combustion starts. The region C
is adjoined by a region D, in which the resonance frequency
rises during the combustion process or can rise due to discon-
nection processes. The resonance frequency has a minimum
between the regions C and D. This minimum is generally a
global minimum.

FIG. 2a shows accordingly how the impedance Z of the
resonant circuit of a corona discharge device changes over
time t with ideal fuel combustion. A comparison of FIGS. 1a
and 2a shows that a minimum of the impedance Z corre-
sponds to a maximum of the resonance frequency f, and a
minimum of the resonance frequency corresponds to a maxi-
mum of the impedance.

FIG. 15 schematically shows how the resonance frequency
fof'the electrical resonant circuit of a corona discharge device
changes over time t with a delayed ignition. The regions A and
B at most differ insignificantly from the regions A and B with
ideal combustion, for which the course of the resonance fre-
quency is sketched in FIG. 1a. A region C1, in which the
resonance frequency is practically constant, adjoins the
region B. Only in a region C2 is there then an increasingly
sharp fall in the resonance frequency and ignition of the
fuel/air mixture. FIG. 26 accordingly shows how the imped-
ance Z of the resonant circuit of a corona discharge device
changes over time t in this case.

FIG. 1¢ schematically shows the course of the resonance
frequency f of an electrical resonant circuit of a corona dis-
charge device with more greatly delayed ignition, for
example with a poorly ignitable mixture. In the regions A, B
and a starting region of C1, substantially the same course as
with FIG. 15 is shown. In an end region of C1, there is then a
temporary rise in the frequency. Only in the region C2 is there
then an increasingly rapid fall in the frequency and ultimately
ignition of the fuel/air mixture.

The course of the resonance frequency f in FIG. 1¢ there-
fore has two additional extrema, namely an additional mini-
mum at the start of C1 and an additional maximum between
C1 and C2. The course illustrated in FIG. 2¢ of the impedance
Z of the electrical resonant circuit at the corona discharge
device accordingly likewise shows two additional extrema
with very slow ignition.

FIG. 3 shows a flow diagram of an embodiment of a
method for establishing the start of combustion with a cycli-
cally operating internal combustion engine.

At the start of the method, the start and end of a relevant
time interval in which the occurrence of a knocking combus-
tion is then sought is determined in a step 1, or at least one
preselection is made. For example, the start of the corona
discharge and also the end of the fuel combustion can be
established from a voltage signal, a current signal and/or
another electrical variable. It is also possible for the start and
end of the time interval that is to be examined to be predefined
by an engine control unit.
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As step 2, a preparation of raw data can be performed, for
example intermediate values of measured values of an elec-
trical variable of the resonant circuit of the corona discharge
device can be established by interpolation. In step 2, a mea-
surement signal can be filtered, for example using a low-pass
filter. Depending on whether voltage signals and/or current
signals are to be transferred as RMS (root mean square)
values or as raw data, different threshold values for low-pass
filtering are expedient. When transferring RMS values, a
threshold frequency from 1 kilohertz to 500 kilohertz may be
expedient for example. When transferring high-frequency
raw data, low-pass filtering with a threshold value in the
region of 1 megahertz to 20 megahertz may be advantageous
for example. Characteristic variables of the resonant circuit,
such as the resonance frequency or impedance thereof, can be
calculated in step 2, for example from voltage raw data and
current raw data via zero-point finding or by transformations.
It is also possible, however, for such characteristic variables
of' the resonant circuit to already be present at the start of the
method.

In a step 3, a calculation range for the method can be
determined. The start of this range may be the time at which
the course of the electrical variable, for example resonance
frequency, impedance or phase position between current and
voltage, has a first extremum. The start of the range to be
examined can also be selected to be somewhat later however,
since the start of the corona discharge is characterised by an
increased intensity and frequency of disturbing signals. For
example, the start can be determined by adding a fixed, pre-
defined time span, in particular of a crankshaft angle, to the
moment in time or crankshaft angle of the first extremum. The
disconnection of the corona discharge or a predefined crank-
shaft angle, for example the top dead center, can be used as the
end of this range. The end of this range can also be predefined
for example by a threshold value for the electrical variable or
a change to the electrical variable,

For example, with a rise in the frequency from a reached
minimum value by at least 1 kHz, preferably at least 2 kHz, it
can generally be assumed that the fuel/air mixture ignites and
consequently that the further course of the frequency is not
required for identifying of the start of combustion. A thresh-
old value, for example 0.2 ohm, can accordingly also be
predefined for a change in the impedance after reaching a
maximum, and ignition of the fuel/air mixture can be
assumed with a fall of the impedance from the reached maxi-
mum value by the threshold value. Specific numerical values
of'course depend on the design of the corona discharge device
used and therefore cannot be specified easily in a general
manner.

In a subsequent step 4, an operand is generated from the
measured electrical variable, for example frequency, imped-
ance or phase position between current and voltage. The
operand is preferably the first time derivative of the measured
electrical variable, but can also be a difference from a refer-
ence variable for example.

In astep 5, a first extremum of the operand is then sought,
as is a second extremum of the operand in step 6.

In a step 7.1, it is then checked whether the second extre-
mum of the operand, that is to say for example the second
extremum of the derivative, is valid in the examined range.
The examined range preferably starts in the region B in FIGS.
1 and 2. With an ideal course, as is illustrated in FIGS. 1a and
2a, the start of combustion lies between the first extremum of
the derivative, which is aminimum, and the second extremum
of'the derivative, which is a maximum. With a course accord-
ing to FIGS. 15, 1¢ and 254 or 2¢, additional extrema of the
derivative occur however, and therefore the second extremum
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of the derivative lies before the start of combustion. Such
cases are to be identified in step 7.1. To this end, it is checked
whether the second extremum lies in an expected time win-
dow, which has been established from empirical values or
from data collected from previous working cycles.

If it is determined, as a result of step 7.1, that the second
extremum of the derivative lies too early, the first extremum of
the electrical variable in the determined range is sought in a
step 7.4. In the illustrated embodiment, the calculation range
was determined in step 3, such that the first extremum lies
between the regions A and B in FIGS. 1 and 2. In a step 7.5,
it is then checked whether the second extremum of the deriva-
tive holds a predefined minimum interval from this first maxi-
mum of the electrical variable, for example frequency.

If'the second extremum of the derivative is too close to the
first extremum of the electrical variable considered, a further,
later extremum of the derivative is soughtinastep 7.5.1. Ina
step 7.5.2, it is then checked whether this later extremum has
the correct sign. The sign that is correct depends on which
electrical variable is considered. If the resonance frequency
for example is considered as the electrical variable, a mini-
mum marks the start of combustion, and therefore the pre-
ceding extremum of the derivative likewise must be a mini-
mum, that is to say a negative sign is the correct sign. If, by
contrast, the impedance is considered as the electrical vari-
able, the start of combustion is associated with a maximum,
and therefore the preceding extremum of the derivative is
likewise a maximum and consequently has a positive sign,
that is to say is greater than zero.

If, in step 7.5.2, the incorrect sign is found, a further, later
extremum of the derivative is sought in a step 7.5.3.

In a step 8, which can also be reached directly from steps
7.1,7.5 and 7.5.2 with a corresponding result, the value of this
extremum of the second derivative is then examined.

Ifits value lies above a predefined threshold value, a value
between this extremum of the derivative and the first extre-
mum of the derivative, for example an average value between
the times of these two extrema, is assigned to the start of
combustion in a step 8.2. Alternatively, a value for the start of
combustion can also be provided as an intersection point or by
reaching a predefined difference of the two electrical vari-
ables from their value at the extrema of their derivative. Step
8.2 is thus used when the derivative before and after the
extremum of the electrical variable, which is caused by the
start of combustion, is steep. In this case, the extremum of the
electrical variable is clearly pronounced.

Ifthe value of the extremum of the derivative considered in
step 8 lies below a predefined threshold value, the extremum
is only weakly pronounced, and it is therefore checked in a
step 8.3.1 whether an earlier extremum has the same value. If
this is the case, an error is assumed and a later value of the
extremum of the derivative is therefore sought in a step
8.3.2.1, and the first extremum of the considered electrical
variable is also newly determined in a step 8.3.2.3, that is to
say a later extremum is sought. It is then checked in a step
8.3.2.4, similarly to step 7.5.2, whether this extremum of the
derivative has the correct sign and, if not, the search is con-
tinued. In a step 8.3.2.6, a last found extremum of the deriva-
tive is then determined as a “second” extremum of the deriva-
tive for the subsequent calculation of the combustion start. In
a step 8.3.3, which can also be reached directly from steps
8.3.1 or 8.3.2.4 with a corresponding result, a second extre-
mum of the considered electrical variable between the valid
extrema of the derivative is sought. In step 8.3.5, a value
between the second extremum of the electrical variable and
the preceding extremum of the derivative is then assigned to
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the start of combustion, for example by means of averaging,
intersection point or the fact that a predefined difference is
reached.

The threshold values that lead from step 8 to the calcula-
tions 8.2 and 8.3.5 may match. The threshold values are
preferably different threshold values however. If, in step 8, it
is determined that the value of the considered extremum of
the derivative lies between these two threshold values, the
start of combustion is assigned to the moment in time of this
extremum of the derivative in the embodiment shown.

While exemplary embodiments have been disclosed here-
inabove, the present invention is not limited to the disclosed
embodiments. Instead, this application is intended to cover
any variations, uses, or adaptations of the invention using its
general principles. Further, this application is intended to
cover such departures from the present disclosure as come
within known or customary practice in the art to which this
invention pertains and which fall within the limits of the
appended claims.

What is claimed is:

1. A method for detecting the start of combustion in a
cyclically operating internal combustion engine in which a
fuel/air mixture is ignited by means of a corona discharge,
comprising:

generating a corona discharge by exciting an electrical

resonant circuit in which an ignition electrode, which is
electrically isolated from the combustion chamber
walls, and the combustion chamber walls constitute a
capacitor;

evaluating an electrical variable of the resonant circuit to

identify the start of combustion; and
evaluating the position of an extremum occurring in the
course of the electrical variable after ignition of the
corona discharge and before extinguishment thereof;

wherein a first extremum in the course of the electrical
variable is assigned to the start of the corona discharge
and further extrema are sought in order to establish the
start of combustion.

2. The method according to claim 1, wherein the electrical
variable is the resonance frequency of the resonant circuit, the
impedance of the resonant circuit or the phase position
between current and voltage.

3. The method according to claim 1, wherein a threshold
value is predefined and the course of the electrical variable is
evaluated, the evaluation being limited to a value range
between the first extremum and the point at which the thresh-
old value is reached.

4. The method according to claim 1, wherein when a plu-
rality of extrema occur after the ignition of the corona dis-
charge, the method comprises further evaluating whether said
extrema are within a predefined minimum interval from the
start of the corona discharge, further wherein, extrema that
are outside said predefined minimum interval remain uncon-
sidered in the further evaluation.

5. The method according to claim 1, wherein when a plu-
rality of extrema occur between the start of the corona dis-
charge and the extinguishment thereof, the start of combus-
tion is assigned to the extremum that is more strongly
pronounced than the other extrema in the examined range.

6. The method according to claim 1, wherein a time deriva-
tive of the electrical variable is established and extrema are
sought in the course of the time derivative, wherein when a
plurality of extrema occur in the course of the electrical
variable between the ignition of the corona discharge and the
extinguishment thereof, the start of combustion is assigned to
the extremum of the electrical variable that follows an extre-
mum of the derivative that is more strongly pronounced than
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extrema of the derivative followed by the other extrema of the
electrical variable in the examined range.

7. The method according to claim 1, wherein when a plu-
rality of extrema occur, one extremum is assigned to the start

of combustion by considering both the value of the one extre- 5

mum and the value of a preceding extremum of the first
derivative of the electrical variable.

8. The method according to claim 1, wherein a threshold
value for a change to the electrical variable once an extreme
value is reached is predefined, and the course of the electrical 1
variable is only evaluated up to the point where the electrical
variable has changed by the threshold value, starting from an
extreme value.

9. The method according to claim 1, wherein an average
value of the start of combustion is calculated for a number of 1
cycles of the internal combustion engine.

10. The method according to claim 9, wherein the average
value of the start of combustion is used to determine a range
in which the extremum is sought, the position of which is
evaluated in order to establish the start of combustion.

11. A method for detecting the start of combustion in a
cyclically operating internal combustion engine in which a
fuel/air mixture is ignited by means of a corona discharge,
comprising:

generating a corona discharge by exciting an electrical

resonant circuit in which an ignition electrode, which is
electrically isolated from the combustion chamber
walls, and the combustion chamber walls constitute a
capacitor;

evaluating an electrical variable of the resonant circuit to

identify the start of combustion; and
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evaluating the position of an extremum occurring in the
course of the electrical variable after ignition of the
corona discharge and before extinguishment thereof;

wherein when a plurality of extrema occur after the ignition
of the corona discharge, the method comprises further
evaluating whether said extrema are within a predefined
minimum interval from the start of the corona discharge,
further wherein, extrema that are outside said predefined
minimum interval remain unconsidered in the further
evaluation.

12. A method for detecting the start of combustion in a
cyclically operating internal combustion engine in which a
fuel/air mixture is ignited by means of a corona discharge,
comprising:

generating a corona discharge by exciting an electrical

resonant circuit in which an ignition electrode, which is
electrically isolated from the combustion chamber
walls, and the combustion chamber walls constitute a
capacitor;

evaluating an electrical variable of the resonant circuit to

identify the start of combustion; and
evaluating the position of an extremum occurring in the
course of the electrical variable after ignition of the
corona discharge and before extinguishment thereof;

wherein when a plurality of extrema occur between the
start of the corona discharge and the extinguishment
thereof, the start of combustion is assigned to the extre-
mum that is more strongly pronounced than the other
extrema in the examined range.
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